Ghrelin, the same peptide for different functions: player or bystander?
Ghrelin is a recently discovered brain-gut peptide with two main physiological actions: growth hormone secretagogue activity and food intake inducer. Although its production is prevalently gastric, ghrelin is widely expressed in several tissues, where it might therefore act as a paracrine or autocrine factor. It is becoming clear that ghrelin is much more than a simple growth hormone secretagogue. In addition to its formerly envisaged role, ghrelin has other activities including stimulation of pituitary hormones secretion, modulation of food intake and control of energy metabolism, regulation of gastric and pancreatic activity, and cardiovascular and hemodynamic activities. In addition, modulation of cartilage and bone homeostasis, sleep and behavioral influences, and modulation of the immune system, as well as effects on cell proliferation, are other relevant actions of ghrelin. Thus, the peptide appears to be an important component of an integrated multifaceted regulatory system. In this review, we summarize several aspects of ghrelin biology and attempt to inform the reader with information regarding unexpected functions of this gastric peptide.